In this chapter I explore representations out of the wealth of recent material written on the sacramentality of the cosmos and adjudicate its significance in relation to the place of nonhuman animals in Christian theology and ethics. In particular, I consider whether this retrieved strand of Christian thought breaks from the dominant tradition and, if so, to what extent. This consideration will require an in-depth search into Orthodox theology, as Eastern Christianity has best maintained the affirmation of cosmic sacramentality. However, while such an affirmation has been somewhat wanting in the West, I do not want to ignore the recent developments in Roman Catholicism that have retrieved it. Thus, what follows examines the concept of cosmic sacramentality in general, with attention to both Eastern and Western theologians.
My explorations into both Catholic and Orthodox thought emphasize two points: the manner in which the world is understood to be a sacrament and the priestly vocation this understanding conveys upon human beings. I begin by considering the development of the notion that the cosmos is a sacrament, including its fading and recovery in the West. This consideration leads into the retrieval of cosmic sacramentality in the work of two Catholic theologians, Kevin Irwin and Denis Edwards. Next, I consider the diversity of views on cosmic sacramentality within Orthodox theology, examining the nuanced position of different theologians with regard to the issue. With these considerations in place, I evaluate the extent to which the more common themes of the position affirm or break with the dominant tradition. Lastly, I suggest how the notion of the cosmos as sacrament might be retrieved in such a way as to remain consistent with its fundamental tenets while at once providing a stark alternative to Aquinas's theological ethics of nonhuman animals.
In his seminal work on the development of the sacraments, Joseph Martos traces how the notion of sacramentum (a Latin translation of the Greek mysterion ) developed over hundreds of years, within a matrix of religious, philosophical, and political influences, into the notion of sacraments as referring to seven specific sacred rites in the Roman Catholic Church.
1 This process of development was largely elicited by periods of both external persecution (out of which the Donatist controversy arose) and internal debate.
In the first few centuries of Christian thought, Augustine and other theologians posited a broad and open-ended understanding of sacraments.
2 Anything could become a sacrament for the human being. However, on account of contextual concerns, this view, which thrived in the East -notably in the work of Maximus the Confessor -was truncated in the West. This truncation reached an apex with scholasticism.
In the wake of Peter Lombard, the sacraments were limited to seven. Those following the work of Thomas Aquinas systematized his appropriation of Aristotelian philosophy, which led to a critical analysis of what made a sacramental rite (the sacramentum tantum ) valid and how a valid sacrament efficaciously resulted in a sacramental character (the sacramentum et res ) and finally to the guarantee that the sacramental character inherent in a valid sacrament enabled the recipient to receive grace (the res tantum ).
3 The sacramental characters were parsed according to the type of recipient (for example, the power received in ordination as opposed to the cleansing received in baptism). Mystery flirted with the line of concise calculation. Sacraments functioned ex opere operato ("by the work worked"), provided that the matter and form were properly observed. 4 The earlier broadness and openness of sacramental thought narrowed to a closely defined focus. The sacraments were even more severely truncated in Western Protestant thought, being reduced in most circles to two.
5
Both Catholic and Protestant theologians have since retrieved a wider understanding of the sacraments. 6 For Catholicism, conciliar and postconciliar theologians have revisited the (necessarily) reactionary development of the sacraments that led to the myopic view of scholasticism. Such inquiries have elicited broader categories of sacramental thought. Two such categories -both attempting to express a foundational sacrament out of which all other sacraments (formal and informal) burgeon -are especially worthy of note: Christ as the primordial sacrament and the Church as sacrament.
7 These views were
